Determinants of the growth of store brands (SBs) have been widely investigated in marketing literature. However, with reference to consumer studies, no contributions have focused on comparing strategies developed by grocery retailers to create SB value based on consumer evaluations. The present study aims to fill this knowledge gap by analysing the reasons behind the choice of SBs by consumers who shop at various retailers in Italian market. Data was collected through a computer-assisted telephone interview technique (CATI) based on a structured questionnaire. The final sample was formed by 979 SBs shoppers. The results show that, despite the evidence that socio-demographic profile of the shopper does not vary depending on the retailer attended, the level of importance of SB purchase determinants tend to differ for each retailer: this may reflect the way each distributor has developed its SB products and, therefore, the corresponding strategy adopted. These findings have several implications for retailer policy in positioning SB products.
Introduction
Store brands (SBs), also known as private-label brands, have developed extensively since they appeared on the retail market. Their growth can be attributed to the increase in retailers' power, which has also simultaneously improved the quality of SB products in relation to meeting consumer needs (Sethuraman, 2006) . This expansion in SBs has also been caused by a change in consumer attitudes toward them (Martínez & Montaner, 2008) .
The success achieved by these brands justifies the extensive literature on the topic, which began with a pioneristic study by Myers (1967) . More precisely, there are several lines of research in which the theme has been articulated. The first concerns the level of equity reached by SBs (e.g. Ailawadi & Harlam, 2004) and their degree of development (e.g. Herbert, 2009; Jin & Gu Suh, 2005) . Some researchers (e.g. Herbert, 2009 ) have shown that SBs' development and management is influenced by four main factors: country, category, customer and consumer (the four "C's"); others have examined the growth of SBs in different store formats (Jin & Gu Suh, 2005) . Another area of research has focused on marketing strategies adopted by distributors. Ailawadi, Neslin and Gedenk (2001) , for example, studied the strategies developed to increase SB penetration in different product categories (e.g. Dhar & Hoch, 1997) , while other scholars have focused on price positioning and promotion in relation to the category and the role of manufacturer brands (e.g. Livesey & Lennon, 1978) , or on display space at point of sale (Walsh & Mitchell, 2010) . On the demand side, several studies have investigated the socio-demographic profile of SB shoppers. Specifically, particular attention has been given to level of education (Burger & Schott, 1972; Murphy, 1978; Cunningham, Hardy, & Imperia, 1982) , age (Cunningham et al., 1982) , social class (Murphy, 1978) and price sensitivity (Livesey & Lennon, 1978) . Contextually, SB choice determinants have also been extensively studied, such as price (e.g. Dodds, Monroe, & Grewald, 1991) , qualityprice ratio (e.g. Hoch & Banerji, 1993; Richardson, Jain, & Dick, 1996) , role of promotions (e.g. Sethuraman & Mittelstaedt, 1992; Gedenk & Neslin, 1999) and the strength of customer brand loyalty (e.g. Burton, Lichtestein, Netemeyer, & Garretson, 1998) . Finally, some studies have focused on consumer behaviour according to categories (e.g. Bettman, 1974; DelVecchio, 2001; Metha, 2007) . Indeed, SBs have a range of connotations and functions for the final consumer, not only on the basis of general characteristics (in the case of a fast-moving consumer good or a durable product), but also on the basis of the economic, functional and social implications of the purchased product. Certain scholars have focused their attention on consumer behaviour regarding the segmentation of supply by distributors in planning and distinguishing different types of SBs. In this context, it has been demonstrated that consumer responses vary according to the different segments (i.e. premium, value, etc.) and functions (e.g. environmentally friendly, organic, free from, etc.) of SB products (e.g. Richardson, Dick, & Jain, 1994; Davies, 1998; Dhar & Hoch, 1997) .
In light of the high number of extant studies, it is clear that the topic of SBs has been widely addressed and debated. However, none of the research conducted to date has focused on comparisons of consumers across different grocery retailers. In other words, it is currently unclear whether there is a typical buyer of SBs that is equal for all retailers, or if the SB consumer profile differs according to retailer. Furthermore, no studies in the literature to date have investigated the existence of differences in SB product purchase determinants across retailers, given the different positioning strategies adopted by retailers.
This study aims to contribute to the SB literature by increasing knowledge on the consumer profile and on purchasing determinants by analysing the presence of difference among grocery distributors.
Specifically, two main aspects are considered: first, the paper analyses whether the socio-demographic profile of SB shoppers differs among customers of different retailers; second, with reference to the SB distribution strategy, we assess whether different clusters of consumers show common behaviour patterns. In particular, we loo k at reasons behind the purchase of SBs among customers of different retailers. Some distributors, in fact, offer their customers SB products in different segments, while others offer only standard products. For some retailers, SBs are an important vehicle of communication for core values, which may include aspects such as ethics, safety and investment in social activities. For others, they are simply a cheaper alternative to manufacturer brands.
Besides the theoretical implications, this study also has practical implications for retailers with reference to SB strategies and the consumer relationship. Identifying differences in SB purchase determinants among consumers of different retailers represents relevant information for distribution strategies.
The paper is structured as follows. The next section reviews the literature and develops the research hypotheses. This is followed by an explanation of the methodology used. The subsequent sections detail the results and discussion, highlighting theoretical and managerial implications. Limits of the study and suggestions for further research are examined in the final section.
Literature Review and Hypotheses

Socio-demographic Profile
As highlighted by Dick, Jain and Richardson (1995) and Fernandez and Martinez (2004) , retailers need to know the profile of SB consumers in order to improve the position of their brands in the market. In light of this, several researchers have examined the traits of consumers who purchase SB products, with the first studies published as early as the 1960s (e.g. Frank & Boyd, 1965; Myers, 1967; Burger & Schott, 1972; Dick et al., 1995; Burton et al., 1998; Ailawadi et al., 2001; Martì nez & Montaner, 2008) . Over time, several variables have been used to analyse consumer profiles with regard to socio-demographic characteristics. However, contrasting results have been found in the literature.
With reference to the age variable, some authors have affirmed that young people are the main buyers of SB products (Dick et al., 1995; Omar, 1996) , while others were not able to identify a specific consumer profile on the basis of age (Richardson et al., 1996; Burton et al., 1998) . Similarly, with regard to the l evel of education, the results reported in the literature vary: according to Omar (1996) and Martì nez and Montaner (2008), people with a lower level of education are more likely to SB products, while according to Richardson et al. (1996) there is no significant relationship between the level of education and the profile of the typical buyer of SBs. Contradictory results have also been observed for the income variable. Although Cunningham et al. (1982) found no link between income and consumer profile, Dick et al. (1995) and Richardson et al. (1996) argued that a significant relationship exists. However, while Dick et al. (1995) stated that consumers who prefer SB products are those with an average income, Richardson et al. (1996) affirmed that SB products are preferred by people with a lower income. The only variable for which consistent results have been found in the literature is household size: SB products are purchased more frequently by larger families (Dick et al., 1995; Omar, 1996; Richardson et al., 1996) . Finally, according to Martì nez and Montaner (2008), most socio-demographic characteristics do not seem to be relevant in defining the SB consumer profile.
Given these conflicting results, this paper intends to verify whether there is a common profile among buyers of SB products from different retailers. The research aims to verify the assumption that the socio-demographic profile of the SB product buyer does not differ significantly across the various distributors. Indeed, in a mass market, we assume that the SB consumer profile will probably not change, given that the retailers themselves are often interchangeable as channels.
More formally, the following hypothesis is stated:
H1. The socio-demographic characteristics of SB buyers -that is, (a) age, (b) gender, (c) marital status, (d) household size, (e) level of education and (f) professional status -do not vary among Italian grocery retailers.
SB Purchase Determinants
Literature on retailing has long examined consumers' reasons for purchasing SBs. Some studies have shown that consumer decisions to buy SBs are made on the basis of comparison with the manufacturer's brand on the shelves. As described by Kirmani and Wright (1989) and Aaker (1996) , the higher value of the manufacturer's brand is the result of heavy investment in innovation and communication over time, which make the brand distinctive. Indeed, the consumer is aware that the producer's investment in the brand is proof of its validity in terms of being higher quality and thus meriting the related financial risk. Thus, consumers who opt for a product that is not part of the manufacturer's brand are aware that they are taking a risk (in terms of negative quality differential) and look for a signal that the potential disadvantage will be lowered or removed (DelVecchio, 2001) . The risk can be linked to a potential function disadvantage (intrinsic quality, aesthetic aspects, perceived quality, innovation in terms of use and/or conservation, etc.), which is largely linked to the profile of the SB product category. Some studies have emphasized that the risk is greater when the category is: complex (DelVecchio, 2001), subject to variation over time (Bettman, 1974) , or characterized by a low frequency of repurchasing (Narasimhan, Neslin, & Sen, 1996) . Theoretically, each of these aspects makes the consumer more sensitive to a recognized brand that lowers the functional risk.
It is well known that the main advantage that SB products offer to consumers is low price; this has always been the leading reason to buy SBs. However, while the quality of SBs was once considered inferior to that of national brands, consumer opinion about this has changed over time. The results of a study conducted by Verhoef, Nijssen and Sloo (2002) showed an improvement in assessments of the quality of SB products by consumers. Indeed, as the objective quality of SB products has increased, the differential compared to national brands has diminished (Sethuraman & Gielens, 2014) . Price and perceived quality are the major determinants of SB brand selection (e.g. Beneke, Flynn, Greig, & Mukaiwa, 2013; Erdem, Zhao, & Valenzuela, 2004; Steenkamp & Geyskens, 2013; Hoch & Banerji, 1993) .
Alongside the two determinants discussed above, other factors have emerged as relevant in the purchasing choices pertaining to SBs. Bodur, Tofighi and Grohmann (2016) , for example, showed the importance that consumers assign to ethical elements related to the brand -that is, product attributes that determine a positive impact on environmental protection, animal welfare, human rights and social issues (Gupta & Kumar, 2013; Luchs, Naylor, Irwin, & Raghunathan, 2010; Irwin & Naylor, 2009 ). According to the Bodur et al. (2016) , SBs benefit from the presence of ethical attributes if they are premium products sold at a higher price, or when the retailer has a good reputation. In relation to ethics, the concept of sustainability is also becoming increasingly important in consumer decisions (Gupta & Kumar, 2013) . Indeed, this has led to demands for sustainable retailers that, in turn, offer sustainable products. The growing consumer attention towards the environment has increased the importance assigned to actions supporting environmental protection. Finally, another aspect that should be considered among SBs purchase determinants is the level of innovation. Although traditionally retailers have been concerned with service innovation, leaving product innovation in the hands of national-brand manufacturers (Doyle & Bridgewater, 1998; Hardaker, 1998) , currently even distributors are investing in product innovation (Conn, 2005) . This new strategy has led to the development of a unique and distinctive assortment from each retailer.
In light of the above mentioned literature, the present paper investigates whether the purchase of SBs by Italian consumers depends mainly on cost savings or on other aspects, such as quality, ethics, sustainability or innovation; indeed, the latter, may represent, as highlighted by the literature, the relevant variables in the choice context by consumers. This issue is a traditional area of inquiry in the retailing literature, but in this study the attention is focused on the individual-retailer level, since no studies to date have analysed the subject from this perspective. Indeed, we aim to discover whether the reasons for SB purchase are the same or vary across different retailers, specifically in the Italian market. It is important to discover whether SB products are bought for reasons apart from the price differential with leading brands. If other reasons are identified, this would mean that there is no longer a perception of risk in abandoning manufacturer brands, which would show that certain distributors have succeeded in building value into their SBs.
Therefore, the study analyses the level of importance of individual determinants for each retailer, and assesses Vol. 10, No. 8; 2017 the existence of differences among Italian distributors. Given the range of strategies pursued by retailers -that differ among them in terms of positioning of the SB as a result of the management of the investments made on the store chain and SBs-, the assumption underlying this analysis is that there are significant differences in the assessment of determinants' importance between customers of various retailers. More formally, the following hypothesis is formulated:
H2. The importance of SB purchase determinants -that is, (a) price, (b) quality, (c) ethics, (d) sustainability and (e) innovation -varies among customers of different Italian grocery retailers.
Methodology
Sample and Procedure
The data was collected among a panel composed of shopper loyalty card holders of the major retailers operating in the Italian market, and representative of the Italian population. Participants were interviewed individually from October to November 2013. The computer-assisted telephone interview technique (CATI) was used for data collection as it was felt that using telephone interviews would save on cost and time. The interviews were based on a structured questionnaire.
The variables of interest were measured by asking participants to indicate on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 = disagree, 5 = agree) their level of agreement with statements about the price, quality, ethics, sustainability and level of innovation of SB products. All items used in the questionnaire are shown in Table 1 with the relative reliability indices. Socio-demographic information was also collected during the interview. There is a good quality-price ratio for SB products. 0.79 These products are often on special offer. There are very good offers on these products.
Quality
I trust the quality of these products.
0.85
The products are checked and certified. These products are made with quality raw materials and ingredients. I trust these products. Ethics I believe that manufacturers comply with ethical standards. -
Sustainability
The packaging of these products is environmentally friendly. 0.84 The products are environmentally sustainable. The initial panel was composed of 1631 shoppers. However, since the present paper aimed to analyse the perceptions of SB products by consumers in relation to their favourite retailer, each respondent indicated the retailer they visited most for grocery purchases and if they purchase SB products regularly. In addition, as it was necessary to make a comparison between store chains, we required a balanced number of responses among them, so we selected the six most popular retailers operating in the Italian market. The final sample was formed by 679 SBs shoppers (Table 2 ). The respondents' profile is shown in Table 3 . 
Results
Socio-demographic Profile
In order to test H1 and analyse the existence of any differences among the socio-demographic profiles of consumers across several retailers, we applied Pearson's chi-square (χ 2 ) test (Fisher, 1922; Pearson, 1900) In conclusion, the findings reveal that the SB-customer profile did not differ among grocery distributors; therefore, all aspects of H1 can be accepted. The chi-square values and relative levels of significance are shown in Table 4 . 
SB Purchase Determinants
To verify H2, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was run. This made it possible to identify any differences in SB purchase determinants among customers of different retailers (within-group comparisons).
At a descriptive level, all the retailers had predominantly the same rank in terms of the importance of SB purchase determinants (price was always in first place, followed by quality, and subsequently the remaining determinants); Table 5 shows the average value of the variables for each chain store. However, as expected in view of the previous literature, statistically interesting differences emerge.
Specifically, the judgement regarding price advantage, although ranked first among SB purchase determinants for all grocery distributors, differed significantly among them (F(5, 673)=3.532; p<0.05), thus supporting H2a. Contextually, a significant difference was also detected with respect to the perceived quality (F(5, 673)=5.732; p<0.05), despite being positioned in second place for all retailers. This supports H2b. As we hypothesized in H2c, the importance of the ethic determinant differed within the group of consumers under study (F(5, 673)=6.021; p<0.05). Whit reference to sustainability, as equality of variance was not present, we used the Welch's F robustness test (Welch, 1951) . Even in this case, a significant difference emerged from the analysis (F(5, 297)=4.727; p<0.05), supporting H2d.
Finally, the same results were found with regard to the innovation determinant (F(5, 673)=2.939; p<0.05), in accordance with H2e: among consumers of SBs across various retailers, significant differences were found relating to the judgement attributed to the level of innovation.
The ANOVA results and hypotheses results are shown in Table 6 . 
Conclusion and Implications
The results of the study provide important insights for managers of Italian grocery retailers.
First, our results show that the socio-demographic profile of SB purchasers does not explain consumer behaviour. In other words, our analysis of the characteristics considered (gender, age, professional status, level of education, etc.) yields no explanations for behaviour. Although a great deal of literature (Ailawadi et al., 2001; Burton et al., 1998) has identified certain factors as determinants, our findings confirm our hypothesis that socio -demographic factors do not explain loyalty for retailer or for SBs products.
The growing tendency of consumers to be cross-channel, which is occurring in Italy as well as in all commercially advanced countries, could explain our finding regarding the absence of differences in SB consumer profiles among grocery retailers. Indeed, the same shopper is used to frequenting most retailers. This would explain the absence of a differentiated consumer profile for each retailer.
Regarding our second hypothesis, our findings clearly show that shoppers' choice factors differ across retailers. This reflects the way each chain has developed its SB products. It is not surprising that the value hierarchy of SB products reflects the varying positions of retailers in terms of shopper perceptions of factors considered important. In some grocery retailers, the determinants for choosing SBs can be considered preconditions (price and quality); in others, there are differential dimensions such as innovation and communication; while in others, SB products are chosen on the basis of distinctive features such as ethical and sustainable nature.
These differences may have two main causes.
First, the retailer could have undertaken actions, in collaboration with copackers, to develop SB products that focus specifically on certain dimensions that characterize the brand; for example, the distributor may have invested in a strategy to increase intrinsic product quality, ethics or environmental sustainability. In other words, the retailer may have genuinely taken actions aimed at strengthening certain SB elements. For these reasons they may have objectively improved the MDD offered.
A second reason could result from the retailer's adoption of a focused and intense communication strategy aimed at highlighting a single attribute of the SB. This strategy operates directly on the basis of perceptions of the consumer, who is informed about the main features characterizing the retailer's SB. In recent years, this policy has also been extensively implemented through digital marketing strategies. Therefore, the spread of a more comprehensive information has contributed to increasing shopper trust in MDD.
These findings have two implications for retailers.
The first is that there may be a gap between the objective strategy of SB product positioning at store level and perceptions of loyal customers. Where the gap is large, it reflects problems in the quantity and quality of communications. Distributors' management may be advised to use these observations to re-examine previous processes in light of final consumer involvement, and if necessary draw up new plans for action. In cases where consumer perceptions of SBs are more positive than their perceptions of the retailer itself, it will be important for the chain to examine the reasons behind. It is clearly necessary to avoid a worsening of customer perception and instead identify and build on the determinants of success.
The second implication concerns retailer policy in positioning its SB products, and its aims in upgrading them. Managers need to decide whether products are correctly positioned and whether the factors underlying positioning are identifiable and measurable. For example, if a product is not perceived to be sustainable, management needs to ask whether this is relevant in light of competitors' products, among other factors, and whether the perception needs to be changed and how. This type of policy may have both internal and external implications concerning suppliers and customers on each side. Internally, Italian grocery distributors need to identify the feasibility of making their SBs distinctive in communicating unique values. In other words, they require a consistent marketing strategy, as well as human and financial resources.
Externally, the requirement for sustainability makes it necessary to find and select the best possible copackers. This means that retailers need to develop a system in collaboration with producers for certification of sustainability, supply chain control, and ensuring perceptions of quality. Each individual distributor thus needs to take significant management and strategic action, though this depends on heavy financial investment. In operational terms, our findings show that all copackers involved in the supply of products need to implement changes. For each area of improvement, the degree of favour of the final consumer for each variable needs to be measured. This is because, on the one hand, SB products are increasingly a strategic asset for retailers and, on the other, competitive advantage depends not so much on short-term promotions but on long-term strategy (Sethuraman, 2003; Swoboda, Haelsig, Schramm-Klein, & Morschett, 2009 ).
In conclusion, our findings demonstrate that SB promotion and enhancement policies need to take into account the perceptions and expectations of loyal customers -namely customers who like the retailer and who identify themselves with the values that it expresses.
Limitations and Further Research
This study contains several weaknesses in relation to its methodology, which provide opportunities for future research.
First, it discusses consumer perception without focusing on details of the different value dimensions of SB products. Future research could focus on a possible objective gap between consumer perception and SB value construction. In other words, it could measure the dimensions of SBs' distinctiveness and value in terms of cost, quality, and safety, and compare this with consumer perceptions. The findings would help retailers to assess whether the different dimensions are perceived by consumers as intended, and whether this is a determinant of SB purchase. This type of research would clearly require collaboration on the part of each retailer to make relevant information available.
A further opportunity for research lies in the analysis of demand and supply for each type of SB product by separate grocery distributors. Indeed, the present paper notes that consumer expectations and perceptions differ across retailers. Each type of segment (i.e. value, standard, and premium) is, in fact, positioned differently in the range; thus, the values expressed by each brand vary accordingly. The SB stretching carried out by different retailers can be successful where brand-building strategies are consistent and communicated accurately to the target market segment. Currently, in Italy, the expectation is that SBs will continue to grow in various segments, and analysis and measurement of these dimensions could be very relevant and useful for interpreting the competitive advantage held by each retailer.
